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Hsi-men Ch'ing ordered food to be prepared, and sent Lai
Hsing out to buy some special delicacies. An arrived, and
Hsi-m£n Ch'ing, wearing his ceremonial robes, went to meet
him. An was wearing an embroidered ceremonial gown with a
round collar, and a girdle with carved gold buckle. They sat
down and the servants brought tea. The two men talked
politely to one another.
"Sir," Hsi-xnen Ch'ing said, "it was a great disappointment
to me that I could not come in person to congratulate you
upon your appointment. The other day you were good enough
to write to me and send me presents on the occasion of my
bereavement. I am very sorry indeed that I have not had any
opportunity to show my appreciation of your kindness."
"I cannot say how much I regret that I could not come to
the funeral," An said. "When I was at the Capital, I told the
sad news to Chai Ytin-feng. Possibly he sent something to
mark the occasion?"
"He did indeed," Hsi-m£n Ch'ing said. "Even all that long
way*"
"I imagine that promotion is in store for you this year,"
An said.
"I am so unlettered and incompetent that I dare not hope
for anything," Hsi-mSn said. "You, Sir, have been promoted,
and at last you have an opportunity to display your talents.
The splendid work you have done upon the river is well
known."
"You flatter me," said An. "I am but a poor scholar, and,
had it not been for his Eminence's kindness, I should never
have been given that appointment. You can imagine what
terribly hard work it has been in these days when people are
so desperately poor. Then> a little while ago, his Majesty
required marble. A great many of the bridges over the river
had to be pulled down so that the boats could pass under them,
and everywhere the Imperial vessels passed, officials and
people had a very bad time. Again, the country is overrun by
thieves and bandits, and things are at such a pass that even the
most efficient administrator would find it impossible to do
anything very much."
"Sir," said Hsi-men Ch'ing, "a man of your undoubted
gifts will certainly make short work of difficulties and obtain

